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The Amazing Lace-Bark Tree of Jamaica
�y Steeve K. �uckridge 

Clothing and teǆƟles ǁere valuable commodiƟes and belongings in the lives of enslaved �fricans in �riƟsh 
Colonial :amaica. �lthough :amaica had no sumptuary laǁs that regulated enslaved people s͛ clothing, en-
slavers ǁere reƋuired by laǁ to provide the minimum clothing for their slaves. dhe annual raƟons for most 
slaves ǁas ͞as much Kǌnaburgh as ǁill make tǁo frocks, and as much ǁoolen stuī as ǁill make a great coat.͟   
dhe clothing raƟons ǁas insuĸcient for most slaves since the intense seasonal labor in the Įelds combined 
ǁith the ǁeathering of garments oŌen destroyed the paltry clothing raƟons slaves received.  Doreover, the 
laǁs did not sƟpulate eƋual distribuƟon of clothing betǁeen enslaved men and ǁomen. ConseƋuently, en-
slaved ǁomen in general received less clothing than male slaves and slave ǁomen ǁere eǆpected to supple-
ment their yearly clothing raƟons. dherefore, a feǁ slave ǁomen stole clothes from their enslavers.  Kthers 
received addiƟonal dress in eǆchange for seǆual favours. Some slaves purchased addiƟonal clothing and cloth 
ǁith money saved up from selling their produce from their vegetable garden. 

Eumerous slaves in :amaica ǁho came from bark-cloth-producing areas of test and Central �frica uƟliǌed 
the skills they had acƋuired in their homeland to obtain suitable raǁ materials for clothing from their neǁ 
environment. dhey acƋuired some knoǁledge of :amaican naƟve plants and trees from the indigenous peo-
ple, the daşnos, and they built on this knoǁledge and developed it further.  Cloth ǁas a valuable commodity 
ǁithin the slave community because most enslaved persons could not aīord the cost of imported �uropean 
and /ndian teǆƟles so they looked for aīordable and more viable means of obtaining clothing. �eginning in 
the seventeenth century, many slave ǁomen in :amaica turned to the art of producing bark cloth for local 
trade and use in clothing manufacture for members of their community. dhey produced bark cloth as their 
ancestors had done in �frica, and they passed these skills doǁn to their descendants in the diaspora. dhe 
most popular form of bark cloth produced in :amaica ǁas from the lace-bark tree called the >agetta lagetto,  
one of three species of the genus >agetta, belonging to the dhymelaeaceae plant family.  /n :amaica, the tree 
is simply knoǁn as lace-bark tree or ͞gauǌe tree.͟   

dhe lace-bark tree has laurel-like leaves of ovate shape and rounded at the base. dhe tree ranges in height 
from siǆ to thirty-tǁo feet͖ the trunk as ǁide as tǁo feet͖ taking ĮŌeen to tǁenty-Įve years to reach full 
maturity. dhe Ňoǁering tree blossoms in �pril and Day, and the Ňoǁers are ǁhite and produced in terminal 
racemes.  dhe lace-bark tree groǁs in ǁet limestone forests far from the coast at an alƟtude above ϭ,ϱϬϬ 
feet, ǁhere the annual rainfall is over ϳϱ inches. tithin ǁet limestone forests, the lace-bark tree groǁs on 
the hillsides ǁhere the soil is graded to bare rock on slopes that form part of the sub-canopy of the forest.  
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dhe inner bark of the tree ǁas used by coloniǌed people in :amaica to make ropes, hammocks, and baskets. 
�uring slavery, some plantaƟon oǁners tǁisted strips of the bark into ǁhips that ǁere used to Ňog their 
slaves as punishment. Deanǁhile, the slender branches of the tree ǁere used as support sƟcks for yam vines 
in vegetable gardens. �mong :amaican slaves, the bark ǁas valued for its medicinal properƟes. /t ǁas used 
to cure rheumaƟsm and ũoint pain from yaǁs. &ield slaves used macerated bark miǆed ǁith ǁater to heal skin 
rashes and sunstroke from ǁorking long hours in the hot climate.   

Dost interesƟng ǁas the teǆture of the lace-bark Įbers that capƟvated many scienƟsts. dhe �uropean physi-
cian, Sir ,ans Sloane ;ϭϲϲϬʹϭϳϱϯͿ became fascinated ǁith :amaican lace bark and stated in ϭϳϮϱ that, ͞ that 
is most strange͙is that the inǁard bark is made up of about tǁelve coats, layers, or tunicles, appearing ǁhite 
and solid, ǁhich if cut oī for some length, clear͛d of its outǁard cuƟcula, or bark, and eǆtended by the Įn-
gers, the Įlaments or threads thereof leaving some rhomboidal intersƟces, greater or smaller according to 
the dimensions you eǆtend it to, form a ǁeb not unlike gause, lace, or thin muslin.͟   

,arvesƟng and producƟon of lace-bark cloth ǁas divided by gender. �nslaved and maroon men searched 
the forest for mature lace-bark trees to harvest the bark ǁhile ǁomen traded and produced the lace-bark 
cloth.  /n comparison to other forms of bark cloth like tapa in the WaciĮc that reƋuired hours of tedious and 
noisy pounding of paper-mulberry inner bark ǁith ǁooden mallets into malleable cloth, the producƟon of 
lace bark ǁas less strenuous. dhe large branches of mature lace-bark trees ǁere removed for processing, or 
narroǁ strips of bark ǁere cut longitudinally from the bole of the tree. KŌen enƟre secƟons of the bark ǁere 
removed at once, thus prevenƟng the tree from regeneraƟng thus killing the tree. Kn occasions ǁhole trees 
ǁere cut doǁn for their enƟre bark. dhe inner bark of the lace-bark tree trunk ǁas of a Įne teǆture, almost 
elasƟc, very strong, but could be divided into a number of thin Įlaments, ǁhich aŌer being soaked in ǁater, 
ǁas draǁn out ǁith the Įngers, thus spreading the lacy Įbers more than Įve Ɵmes ǁider than the original 
ǁidth of the bark strip. dhe Įbers ǁere then stretched and dried in the sunlight. dhe end product resembled 
Įne ǁhite lace, but could also imitate linen and gauǌe ;&igures ϯ and ϰͿ. 
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Dany enslaved people in :amaica found lace-bark cloth appealing for several reasons. >ace-bark clothing 
kept the body cool in the ǁarm tropical climate. Seamstresses found lace- bark most desirable because it 
could be sƟtched into various styles. dhe local resident, �dǁard >ong recalled, ͞dhe ladies ΀slaves and freed 
ǁomen΁ of the island are eǆtremely deǆterous in making caps, ruŋes, and complete suits of lace ǁith it͖ in 
order to bleach it.../t bears ǁashing eǆtremely ǁell...ǁith common soap... and is eƋual to the best arƟĮcial 
lace...͟   >ong s͛ account provides a fascinaƟng glimpse into the fashion sensibiliƟes of slaves and the acces-
sories made from lace-bark. >ong s͛ descripƟons of the clothing made ǁith lace bark reŇect creaƟvity and 
sophisƟcaƟon in design on the part of :amaican enslaved ǁomen. Kther types of clothing accessories made 
from lace-bark included bonnets, fans, ǁedding veils, shaǁls, and slippers overlaid ǁith natural lace. �esides 
clothing, lace-bark Įber ǁas used to make doilies or ͞fern mats͟ and runners to decorate tables and home 
furniture. /t ǁas used for ǁindoǁ curtains and space dividers in the home as ǁell as a sieve during cooking. 
>ace-bark ǁas used as bandages and even as protecƟve covering or mosƋuito nets for cradles.  >ace-bark ǁas 
a great subsƟtute ǁhen manufactured �uropean lace ǁas scarce or too eǆpensive.  dhe lace produced ǁas 
so eǆƋuisite that Sir dhomas >ynch, Governor of :amaica from ϭϲϳϭ to ϭϲϳϰ, presented the <ing of �ngland, 
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Charles the Second ;ϭϲϲϬʹϭϲϴϱͿ ǁith a cravat made of lace bark.  dhis event brought the lace-bark industry 
some presƟge and praise for :amaican slaves͛ superb craŌ skills.

dhe emancipaƟon of slaves throughout the �riƟsh �mpire in ϭϴϯϴ transformed :amaican society and fostered 
a neǁ and emerging middle class ǁho desired greater access to foreign teǆƟles and fashionable clothing. �s 
ready-made �uropean apparels and lace became increasingly accessible and aīordable, the demand for lace-
bark clothing declined. Dany freed black ǁomen chose not to ǁear lace-bark because it ǁas associated ǁith 
slavery. Kthers ǁere lured and seduced by the abundance of imported fabrics that ǁas once denied to them 
and the ease ǁith ǁhich these items could noǁ be purchased. Some embraced �uropean imported fabrics 
as a means of elevaƟng their status in the neǁ social order. 

�y the late nineteenth century, lace-bark became unsustainable and the lace-bark industry collapsed as the 
tree had become scarce from overuse. /n the ϭϴϵϬs, the development of a tourism industry in :amaica led 
to revived interest in :amaican lace-bark for use in craŌ items for the tourist market. >ace-bark also received 
some attenƟon during the Great �ǆhibiƟon of ϭϴϱϭ in >ondon, ǁhich emphasiǌed �ritain s͛ imperial poǁer 
and celebrated the industrial achievements of all naƟons. :amaica made its debut at the eǆhibiƟon ǁith a 
small eǆhibit of indigenous plant Įbers. �uring the eǆhibiƟon, Yueen sictoria ǁas presented ǁith an enƟre 
dress made from :amaican lace-bark. 

�espite the internaƟonal recogniƟon, the lack of oversight by the colonial authoriƟes and local producers, 
combined ǁith poor harvesƟng methods led to the depleƟon of lagetto trees from :amaican forests. Dean-
ǁhile, urban spraǁl and deforestaƟon deprived the tree of its natural habitat.  dhe result ǁas catastrophic. 
�y ϭϵϬϲ, oĸcial reports esƟmated that ͞only about half a doǌen lace-bark trees ǁere leŌ in eǆistence͙.͟   dhe 
lace-bark tree, that ǁas once ͞in great plenty͟ in the seventeenth century, had dǁindled to almost none.  
Sadly, today lace-bark is a lost knoǁledge and the skill of making lace-bark cloth has also been lost. Doreover, 
most people, eǆcept for a feǁ specialists, have never heard of lace-bark. /n recent years, a feǁ lace-bark trees 
have been found in the :amaican rain forest, but these trees are noǁ threatened ǁith eǆƟncƟon from mining 
and deforestaƟon.   �lthough the future of the feǁ remaining lace-bark trees is uncertain, there is no denial 
that :amaican lace-bark ǁas a natural ǁonder and an important feature in the lives of :amaican people. 
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